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 Abstract 
This study explored the reasons underlying adolescents’ perceptions of why their 
peers engage in bullying in the real and the cyber world. While there has been much 
research on why bullies engage in such behaviour, ranging from personality 
characteristics to social or familial reasons, the perceptions of young people on the 
motives of cyberbullies has not been researched. A new instrument, based on 
interviews and a literature review was piloted to measure young people’s perceptions 
of why their peers engage in both traditional and cyberbullying behaviour, according 
to their role in bullying. Four hundred students were surveyed in three co-educational 
independent secondary schools. A comparison between perceptions of bullies’ 
motives in traditional and cyberbullying was made. Implications for interventions 
with bullies are discussed. 
Introduction 
Over the last few decades bullying has become a serious issue facing the educational 
sector worldwide (Cole, Cornell, & Sheras, 2006). Olweus, one of the forefathers of 
bullying research, defines bullying as aggressive behaviour with intent to harm, 
conducted repeatedly over time and in an interpersonal association which is 
characterised by a power imbalance (Olweus, Limber, & Mahalic, 1999). 
Cyberbullying has been defined as an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group 
or individual, using electronic forms such as the Internet or other digital devices of 
contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or 
herself (Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, & Tippett, 2006; Willard 2005).  
Prevalence of Bullying 
Victims 
Reasons why adolescents bully    3 
An Australian study found that 27% of year 4 to year 9 students had been 
either covertly or overtly traditionally bullied at least every few weeks, while only 
10% had been cyberbullied (Cross, Shaw, Hearn, Epstein, Monks, Lester, & Thomas, 
2009). In 2008, a study in the United Kingdom reported that 7-10% of students had 
been bullied using electronic forms (Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, Fisher, Russell, & 
Tippett, 2008); while a Canadian study found the rate of cyberbullying to be 35% 
(Cassidy, Jackson & Brown, 2009). 
Bullies 
A study by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
noted that approximately one in five children from grades 6 to 10 reported that they 
had traditionally bullied their classmates with 10% admitting they do it sometimes 
and 9% admitting to bullying at least once a week (Cole et al., 2006). Similarly, an 
Australian study reported 9% of students who admitted to engaging in traditional 
bullying (Cross et al., 2009); while a 2005 study showed that 15% of Canadian 
students admitted to bullying others using technology (Li, 2005). 
Gender and Bullies 
Male traditional bullies typically exhibit aggressive behaviour patterns, are 
impulsive, possess a need to dominate others and are usually seemingly unable to 
express or feel empathy for others (Olweus, 1999; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). 
Females, on the other hand, are more likely to use covert forms of bullying, express 
less empathy towards others and display aggressive social reactive behaviour patterns 
(Smith, Singer, Hoel, & Cooper, 2003; Olweus, 1999; Walker et al., 1995). An 
Australian study reported no significant gender differences amongst bullying 
behaviour for boys or girls but did find that girls were more likely to experience 
covert bullying acts than their male counterparts (Cross et al., 2009).  
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  Reasons for engaging in bullying  
There are currently many hypotheses regarding the reasons some children and 
adolescents engage in traditional bullying behaviours. Some of these include a need to 
belong, social status, family dynamics, victim provocation and the physical 
appearance of victims.  
Bullying as a need to belong? 
The need to belong and be accepted by others is one of the most basic human 
motives that underlie human behaviour according to both psychological and 
sociological perspectives (Honneth, 1995; Maslow, 1970) and one which also dates 
back to Bowlby’s attachment theory of the need to form and maintain relationships 
(Bowlby, 1969; 1973). Research in this area has suggested that some children may 
engage in aggressive behaviour in order to not be left out of their peer group (Owens, 
Shute, & Slee, 2000). Closely linked to this is the concept of social status which is of 
particular importance during childhood and adolescence (Nation, Vieno, Perkins, & 
Santinello, 2008). A study in 2003 explored the association between social status, 
power and bullying with middle and high school students. The researchers suggested 
that bullying might encompass varying levels of power including: explicit power or 
behaviour resulting in submission and fear and implicit power which is gained by way 
of one’s status, influence and competence (Vailliancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 
2003).  
Family dynamics 
Another interesting hypothesis for explaining bullying behaviour is that young 
people engage in this behaviour as a result of being influenced by their families. It has 
been suggested that bullies are more likely to have experienced a parental power 
imbalance where the father holds the power (Stevens, De Bourdeaudhuij, & Van Oost, 
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2008). Other associations have been found with families that enforce rules which 
encourage aggressive behaviour (Riclan, Klicperrova, & Koucka, 1993). Additonally, 
inadequate communication in families has been found in families of male bullies 
(Rigby, 1994).  
Victim provocation 
 Boulton and Underwood (1992) found that the most common response by 
traditional bullies when questioned on their behaviour was that the victim provoked 
them. In this study nine categories were found in response to the question ‘why do 
some children and adolescents bully others?’ They were: the bully has problems; the 
bully has low self-esteem; the bully is jealous of their victim; the bully lacks respect; 
the bully is annoyed with the victim; the bully is a victim and lastly they bully due to 
peer pressure. The least popular response was that the bully had low self-esteem.. 
Research has also noted that in addition to physical provocation there is also the 
dimension of relational provocation in the form of  someone threatening a social 
relationship (Dirks, Treat, & Weersing, 2007; Rose & Rudolph, 2006).  
Victim’s physical appearance 
Additionally, the victim’s physical appearance has been noted as another 
hypothesis explaining bullies’ behaviour. A study of particular interest was a follow-
up from an original Swedish longitudinal study that was conducted with 10-year-olds 
(Erling & Hwang, 2004). This study found that 10-year-old children reported that 
differences in someone’s appearance could result in bullying. A later follow-up study 
when the participants were 13-years-old reported that similar results were found 
(Frisen, Jonsson, & Persson, 2007). Males were more likely than females to say that 
the victim’s physical appearance was the reason for them being bullied (Frisen, 
Holmqvist, & Oscarsson, 2008).  
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Reasons for engaging in cyberbullying 
One of the reasons that is most often given by adults for young people 
engaging in cyberbullying behaviour relates to the disinhibition effect. Disinhibition 
refers to a behaviour associated with obvious decline in concerns about self-
presentation and judgement of others (Joinson, 1998). Adolescents, when using the 
Internet as a communication interface can be anonymous which can foster 
disinhibition (Suler, 2004). An advantage of being online or losing oneself in 
cyberspace is its element of invisibility as essentially it is faceless (Suler). This 
feeling of being invisible effectively eliminates social disapproval and concerns of 
being found out or punished (Willard, 2005).  
Characteristics of both traditional and cyberbullies 
There are conflicting findings surrounding the characteristics of a bully, as 
some research depicts them as cool and confident whereas others refer to them as 
being depressed and anxious (Salmon, James, & Smith, 1998; Sutton, Smith, & 
Swettenham, 1999).  Personal characteristics can include wanting to feel tough, 
overcoming low self-esteem or to avoid being bullied themselves (Frisen et al., 2008).  
Despite minimal information regarding the characteristics of cyberbullies, it 
has been suggested that it is likely that cyberbullies are more likely to not experience 
feelings of sympathy, compassion or regret towards their victims due to the lack of 
direct contact the bully has with their victim (Strom & Strom, 2005). Cyberbullies are 
also harder to trace, therefore they are less likely to have to face the consequences of 
their actions (Strom & Strom).  
Perceptions according to participant role in bullying 
At present, there is scarce research on the perceptions of young people, on the 
motives of bullies according to their role in bullying. It appears as though most studies 
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have explored these reasons  generally with all young people whether they have been 
involved in bullying or not (Cross,  et al., 2009; Frisen et al., 2007). However, if 
bullies saw themselves as having different motivation for their behaviour from what 
bystanders or victims believe, then this would impact on  prevention and intervention 
strategies. 
Research Question 
This study compared the perceptions of bullies and bystanders on what 
motivates young people to engage in bullying behaviours in both the real and the 
virtual world. This is important as the consequences of bullying behaviour on both 
victims and bullies are detrimental. Consequences for those individuals who engage in 
either traditional or cyberbullying behaviours encompass a variety of psychosocial 
problems such as conduct and relationship problems and anti-social behaviour later in 
life (Mason, 2008; Scholte, Engels, Overbeek, DeKemp, & Haselager, 2007; Ybaraa 
& Mitchell, 2004). The aim therefore, is that additional information can be obtained to 
ensure intervention programs can be targeted towards changing bullies’ negative 
behaviour. This study also explored whether the perceptions of young people 
engaging in bullying behaviours are similar for bullying in the real and virtual world. 
Additionally, the reasons from the point of view of different participants in bullying 
(bullies and non-bullies) are compared. 
Method 
Participants 
 Four hundred students ranging in ages from 12 to 17-years-old from 3 
different co-educational private secondary schools participated in this study (males 
=171, females =229).  
Materials 
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 Reasons for Bullying Questionnaire 
A new measure to ascertain the reasons for traditional and cyberbullies was 
constructed as no existing measures were available. To construct the questionnaire 
twenty people, with ages ranging from 15 to 30, were individually questioned on why 
they thought bullies bully both in the real and virtual worlds. Saturation point was 
reached after the next five people did not give any new reasons. Previous research on 
bullies’ motivation was considered and the two sets of data from the literature and 
from the questions were combined resulting in the Reasons for Bullying 
Questionnaire (Appendix A). Ten items were included. Examples of the statements 
were ‘to be popular’; ‘because they are different’; ‘that’s how my family acts’  ‘I can 
be someone else when on the Internet’; ‘there is less chance of getting caught’; ‘I can 
get back at people who bullied me’. The questions were rated on a 4 point likert scale 
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). A definition of traditional bullying and 
cyberbullying was given at the beginning of the questionnaire. A pilot study was 
conducted to ascertain the measure’s internal consistency on one hundred students 
ranging in ages from 12 to 16-years-old from an independent co-educational 
secondary school (males = 44, females = 56). Internal reliability was found to be 
satisfactory with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89.  
Procedure 
Three schools consented to participate from 20 schools drawn at random from 
a list of potential co-educational independent high schools. Ethical approval was 
obtained from the university and the school. Consent to participate from both parents 
and the students were obtained. The questionnaire was administered during class time.  
Data Analyses 
Reasons why adolescents bully    9 
MANOVAs were used to analyse the data. The participants were divided into 
four bullying roles: traditional bully, cyberbully, both traditional and cyberbully and 
not engaged in bullying behaviour. 
Results 
Preliminary Data Analyses 
 Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check for normality, 
linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance 
matrices and multicollinearity with some violations of homogeneity pertaining to 
individual items. Therefore a more modest significant level was set (p=0.025) for 
these items (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 
Descriptives 
Table 1 shows the overall descriptive statistics obtained on the variables of age 
and the four forms of bully roles (traditional bully, cyberbully, both traditional and 
cyberbully or not engaged in bullying behaviour). 
Table 1 
Sample sizes of conditions 
Age  Trad Bully Cyberbully Both  Non-Bully Total N
  
12         4      0    0       35         39 
13        22      2    3     115      142 
14    26      3      10       82     121 
15      13      3    1       72      88 
16       2      0    0         4        6  
 
17     0      0    0         3        3 
________________________________________________________________    
Total   65(16%)     8(2%)            14(3.5%)        311(77.7%)    400  
 
Table 2 
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Reasons for engaging in bullying behaviour 
Bullying Role  Bullying Type/Behaviour Reason 
Trad   Trad    To get something I wanted  
Trad   Trad    To make people laugh 
Both    Trad    Because I got attention 
Both   Cyber    It made me feel good 
Both   Trad  or Cyber   Always been a bully 
Both   Trad or Cyber   Because they were different 
Cyber   Cyber    I can be someone else 
Non   Trad or Cyber   To get my own way 
Non   Trad or Cyber   Because they are mean 
Non   Trad or Cyber   It made me feel good 
Non   Trad or Cyber   Because they were different 
Non   Trad or Cyber   Because I got attention 
 
Table 2 refers to the reasons participants gave for engaging in bullying behaviour 
according to their role in bullying. The results according to bully role are discussed 
below. 
Traditional Bullies 
The data set was filtered to enable the traditional bullies’ responses to be 
analysed on the traditional bullying question (question 2). A multivariate analysis of 
variance (MANOVA) was performed using age and gender as the independent 
variables and question 2 as the dependent variable. It was found that there was a 
significant interaction of gender x age for the item ‘to get something I want from 
someone’ (F (2, 36) = 4.91, p= 0.015) with no significant main effects. A two-way 
between groups analysis of variance was conducted to further explore the impact of 
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gender and age on the item ‘to get something I want from someone’. However, no 
significant interactions or main effects were found.  
When exploring traditional bullies and their responses to question 6 which all 
participants answered, a significant interaction of gender x age was found in response 
to the item ‘to make people laugh’ (F(2,36) = 3.11, p=0.029). Further exploration 
using a between groups ANOVA found no significant results. 
Cyberbullies 
The data set was filtered so only the cyberbullies’ responses would be 
analysed using a MANOVA on the cyberbullying questions. There were no 
significant results reported on either the cyberbullying questions (question 4) or when 
all questions were included in the MANOVA. However, when analysing the value 
items (question 5) a main effect of gender was found on the item ‘I can be someone 
else on the internet’ (F (1,8) = 34.71,  p = .010) with males being more likely to report 
this reason than females (M = 3.50, F = 1.16). When analysing cyberbullies and their 
responses on question 6, no significant results were found due to a violation of 
Levene’s which resulted in a more conservative alpha level being set of 0.025 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 
Both cyber and traditional bullies  
A MANOVA was performed using age and gender as the IV’s and question 2 
(traditional bullying) as the DV with filter set to control for both types of bullies. A 
main effect for gender was found on the item ‘because I got attention for doing it’ (F 
(1, 14) = 8.52, p=.017). Males (M = 1.40, SE = 1.47) were found to report this item 
more than females (M = 1.0, SE = .125). No significant interactions were found. 
 Analysis using a MANOVA of question 4 and both types of bullies found a 
main effect of gender on the item ‘it made me feel good about myself’ (F(1,14) = 8.52, 
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p=.17) with no significant interactions. Exploration of the means showed that females 
(M = 1.0, SE = .125) were less likely than males (M = 1.40, SE = .147) to respond to 
this item. Exploration of both bullies and question 5 generated no significant results. 
 Analysis of question 6 and both types of bullies found a significant interaction 
of gender x age on the item ‘pick on someone who is different’ (F (2, 14) = 13.69, 
p=.005). Further exploration using a one-way ANOVA with the data set split to 
control for gender showed a non-significant effect for females, however, the effect for 
males was shown to be significant (F(2,6) =10.38, p = 0.026). A main effect of age on 
the item ‘always been a bully’ was also significant (F (1,14) = 6.45, p=.018) with 
older students selecting this reason more often than their younger counterparts.  
Non-bullies 
 A MANOVA was performed using non-bullies’ responses on question 6. It 
was found that there was a significant interaction of gender x age on the item ‘to get 
attention’ (F (5,240) = 2.55, p = .029). Main effects of age were found on the 
following items: ‘to get my own way’ (F (5,240) = 3.11, p = .010); ‘pick on someone 
who is different’(F(5,240) = 2.76, p = .019); ‘because they are mean’(F(5,240) = 2.40, 
p=.038); ‘made myself feel better’ (F(5,240) = 4.15, p=.001). The item ‘because they 
are bigger than everyone else’ (F(5,288) = 2.63, p = .024) bordered on being 
significant due to Levene’s violation which put in place a more conservative estimate 
of 0.025 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Further exploration using a one-way ANOVA 
with the data set split to control for gender on this item found non-significant results 
for both males and females.  
Discussion 
This study compared the perceptions of both traditional and cyberbullies and those 
who did not bully on what motivates young people to engage in bullying behaviours 
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in both the real and the virtual world. The results showed that whatever the young 
person’s bullying behaviour was, the most reported reasons for both traditional and 
cyberbullying were: to get attention from others, making themselves feel better, to get 
their own way and picking on someone who was different. Traditional bullies’ 
rankings differed as they selected the reasons of wanting to get something they wanted 
from someone or to make people laugh as the main reasons they engage in bullying 
others. The rankings of both traditional and cyberbullies were found to select the 
reasons of getting attention and making themselves feel good for why they engage in 
traditional and cyberbullying respectively. Unfortunately due to minimal numbers of 
participants who self-reported as cyberbullies no significant reasons were detected. 
However, it was found that the reason of being able to be someone else was of value 
to those who engaged in cyberbullying.  
 It was also found that younger adolescents were more likely to choose reasons 
such as making them feel good and always been a bully for why adolescents engage in  
bullying behaviour either in the real or virtual world. Interestingly, males were more 
likely to select the reason of getting attention from others and being able to be 
someone else for reasons for engaging in traditional and cyberbullying respectively. 
 Consequently, the results of adolescents wanting attention for their bullying 
behaviour can be likened to wanting to fit in socially or to be accepted into their social 
group (Nation, et al., 2008). The reasons found in this study for engaging in 
cyberbullying align with previous findings of adolescents using the Internet as a way 
of being able to dissociate from their real self, feel completely anonymous and 
seemingly untouchable (Suler, 2004), similar to the disinhibition effect (Cooper, 
2005; Willard, 2005). Additionally, the results that indicate physical appearance as 
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being a key reason for selecting a victim are similar to previous studies of traditional 
bullying (Frisen et al., 2007; Frisen et al., 2008).  
As this study is one of the first to explore adolescents’ perceptions of why 
their peers engage in both traditional and cyber bullying it is interesting to note that 
there are different reasons found for both kinds of bullying. Reasons chosen for 
cyberbullying were: wanting to make themselves feel good, whereas picking on 
someone for being different or getting attention were what adolescents perceived to 
lead to traditional bullying.  
Limitations 
A major limitation of this study was the small number of participants who 
identified as bullies. Despite being assured of anonymity, students may have been 
wary of admitting to engaging in bullying behaviour for fear of recrimination within 
their school. Another limitation was as all three schools were independent co-
educational secondary schools, the majority of students came from middle class 
backgrounds which therefore limits the generalisability of the results. Furthermore, 
the questionnaire ideally should have categorised victims separately from others not 
engaged in bullying.  
Future research 
As the prevalence of traditional and cyberbullying continues to rise, it is vital 
that research continues in this area. It is recommended that a larger study be 
conducted with both independent and public schools to compare effects of socio-
economic differences across a wider range of ages and across gender. It is hoped that 
by recruiting more students who identify as either a traditional, cyber or one who 
engages in both traditional and cyberbullying, more insight will be gained into young 
people’s perceptions of the underlying reasons of why adolescents engage in  bullying 
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behaviour. Lastly, it would be very interesting to explore whether physical appearance 
affects victim selection in cyberbullying and investigate why victims believe their 
bullies engaged in either traditional or cyberbullying. Due to the fact that research has 
highlighted that most bullies who engage in traditional bullying also engage in 
cyberbullying  (Cross et al., 2009; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007), more research 
investigating adolescents’ perceptions of cyberbullying will aid in future prevention 
and intervention programs. Ideally, it would be recommended that intervention 
programs targeting behaviour change are substantially long-term to guarantee a longer 
lasting positive effect (Baldry & Farrington, 2004) to not only raise awareness of 
bullying but to attempt to change this behaviour. 
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Appendix A – Bullying Questionnaire 
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Age _________: 
 
Sex: M/F 
 
Grade: _______ 
 
This is a questionnaire about bullying. For the purposes of this 
survey when bullying is referred to, this is what is meant by 
bullying: 
 
a) It is aggressive behaviour that is conducted repeatedly over time and 
in an interpersonal association which is characterised by a power 
imbalance. It can involve direct bullying face to face or the spreading 
of rumours about a person behind their back 
b) Cyber-bullying can be defined as when someone is purposely using a 
the Internet or mobile phone to repeatedly or deliberately harass 
another person. 
 
1) Have you, using this definition of bullying, ever engaged in 
face to face bullying?  
□ Yes I have bullied someone face to face 
□ No I have never bullied someone face to face (Go to Question 3) 
 
2)  To what extent did the following reasons influence you to 
engage in face to face bullying? 
(1 – not at all, 2 – a little, 3 – somewhat, 4 – a lot) 
 
Because it made me feel good about myself       1  2 3 4  
It makes people laugh       1  2 3 4  
That’s how my family acts        1  2 3 4  
To get something I want from someone     1  2 3 4  
To be accepted into a certain friendship group     1  2 3 4  
It makes me popular       1  2 3 4  
Because they were different      1  2 3 4  
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Because I got attention for doing it (from teachers, from parents, from fellow 
students)        1 2 3 4  
Other ____________________________________________________ 
 
3)  Have you ever used either the Internet or your mobile phone 
to cyber bully someone else? 
 
□ Yes I have cyber bullied someone 
□ No I have never cyber-bullied someone (Go to Question 6) 
 
4)  To what extent did the following reasons influence you to 
engage in cyber-bullying?  
(1 – not at all, 2 – a little, 3 – somewhat, 4 – a lot) 
To get back at people who have bullied me               1         2        3       4         
I could say things I wouldn’t normally be able to say  1         2        3       4 
Because it made me feel good about myself         1 2 3 4 
It makes people laugh        1 2 3 4 
That’s how my family acts         1 2 3 4 
To get something I want from someone     1 2 3 4 
To be accepted into a certain friendship group     1 2 3 4 
It makes me popular      1 2 3 4 
Because they were different       1 2 3 4 
Because I got attention for doing it (from teachers, from parents, from fellow 
students)         1 2 3 4
  
Other ____________________________________________________ 
 
5) Did any of the following reasons influence you at all in engaging 
in cyber-bullying? 
(1 – not at all, 2 – a little, 3 – somewhat, 4 – a lot) 
 
I can be someone else on the Internet     1 2 3 4 
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Less chance of getting caught      1 2 3 4 
They don’t know it’s me          1 2 3 4
  
6) Why do you think people bully people face to face or cyber-
bully?  
(1 – not at all, 2 – a little, 3 – somewhat, 4 – a lot) 
To get their own way       1 2 3 4 
Because its fun                 1 2 3 4 
Because they are mean      1 2 3 4 
To make themselves feel better       1 2 3 4 
To pick on someone who is different     1 2 3 4 
Because they are insecure      1 2 3 4 
They have high self-esteem      1 2 3 4 
Because that’s how their family behaves    1 2 3 4 
To be popular       1 2 3 4 
To be accepted into a certain friendship group  1 2 3 4 
Because they are bigger than everyone else   1 2 3 4 
To make people laugh      1 2 3 4 
To make people afraid of them    1 2 3 4 
To get attention (from either teachers, parents or peers) 
1 2 3 4 
Because they have always been a bully     1 2 3 4 
Other _____________________________________________________ 
 
 
